The UK Royal Commission
Origins and Endings
On 11 December 1969, the British Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, announced in the House of Commons that the Queen had agreed to the appointment of a new, standing Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution.
1 At the close of a decade in which the environment had emerged as a distinct category of public and political concern, there was a general feeling within government that something would have to be done. Stanley Johnson captures the sentiment nicely in his description of the 'short but vigorous' debate (possibly the first on the environment) that followed Wilson's announcement:
Neither Socialists nor Tories believed that the 'environment issue' would be crucial to the forthcoming election. But there was an outside possibility that it might. Like the Rann of Kutch, it seemed a flat and unpromising land but if one side was there, the other had to be there too.
2
In many countries, the appointment of high-level advisory bodies was part of the institutional response to environmental concerns, as was a degree of administrative reorganisation. In his statement, Wilson also announced the formation of a new Central Scientific Unit on Pollution, intended to coordinate action within government; 3 the role of the Unit was seen as distinct from that of the Royal Commission, with the latter providing 'that outside focus of inquiry and information, and that outside stimulus to government' for which a need was urgently felt. 4 The Commission's terms of reference, set out in its Royal Warrant, were:
. . . to advise on matters, both national and international, concerning the pollution of the environment; on the adequacy of research in this field; and the future possibilities of danger to the environment.
Some 40 years later, soon after the General Election of May 2010, an announcement of a very different kind was made. The new government, a Conservative^Liberal Democrat coalition, had embarked enthusiastically on a cull of 'quangos', and in a Parliamentary written statement issued on 22 July, the Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs revealed plans to abolish 30 'Defra bodies', including the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution. 5 She expressed appreciation for the Commission's work but implied that it had become somewhat anachronistic:
When the RCEP was set up in 1970, there was very little awareness of environmental issues, with few organizations capable of offering relevant advice. The situation now is very different, and the Government have many such sources of expert, independent advice and challenge. Protecting the environment remains a key Government aim, and DEFRA intends to draw on the full range of expertise available . . . I pay tribute to the work of the Royal Commission and its current chair, Sir John Lawton. Over the last 40 years the commissioners have made a significant contribution to raising the profile of environmental issues in the UK. 6 During the four decades that separated these two announcements, the Royal Commission had indeed made a significant contribution, but it was one that went considerably beyond 'raising the profile' of environmental issues in the UK. From the outset, the Commission influenced the content, even the fundamental tenets, of policies affecting the environment, with a reach that often extended into the wider international arena. It seems timely, in the aftermath of its abolition, to provide an account of the Commission's influence, and to explore (with a view to the future) the characteristics and practices that enabled it (for the most part) to offer challenging and effective advice. 7 The biography of this particular body makes for an interesting story in itself, but it has a wider significance because important questions have arisen about the place of expertise and independent counsel in modern democratic societies. With these questions in mind, the Commission's work and influence will also be assessed against different conceptualisations of the role of advisory bodies. Before turning to these issues, however, it is helpful to provide a brief account of the origins and constitution of the Commission, and of its practices and products over the lengthy period since the need for such a body was first conceived.
The Royal Commission: A Brief Biography
The impetus to create a standing royal commission to deal with environmental matters seems to have come from several different sources. Among the proponents were Lord Kennet, Parliamentary Under Secretary in the Ministry of Housing and Local Government, and the then Chief Scientific Advisor, Sir Solly (later Lord) Zuckerman. Conscious of the rapidly developing political agenda, Kennet had prompted his Secretary of State to write to the Prime Minister suggesting the establishment of a committee or commission to review existing arrangements for pollution control. 8 Zuckerman, for his part, brought the issue of environmental pollution before the Central Council for Science and Technology, and this committee (which he chaired) had made a similar recommendation.
9 It was the Prime Minister's own idea that the new advisory body should be set up as a royal commissionçan institutional form to which Wilson was particularly inclined.
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The Commission's inaugural meeting took place in London on 25 February 1970 . Marking the significance of the occasion, it was attended by the recently appointed Secretary of State for Local Government and Regional Planning, Anthony Crosland, whose ministerial responsibilities included coordination of the disparate environmental and pollution control functions across Whitehall.
11 With a distinguished botanist, Sir Eric (later Lord) Ashby, in the Chair and Zuckerman himself among the members, the early Commission included two further natural scientists, an economist, a broadcaster, an industrialist, a retired permanent secretary and a bishop.
12 This mix of disciplines and backgrounds established a pattern that was to endure throughout the Commission's lifetime: although all eight of its Chairs were Fellows of the Royal Society, 13 it was never a purely 'scientific' body in the normally understood sense of the term. The initially small membership was expanded in 1973 to include (as one commentator noted with approval) 'a physicist, a lawyer, professors of medicine and planning and a woman', 14 and numbers eventually stabilised at around 12^14. All members were appointed formally by the Queen, on the advice of the Prime Minister. 15 In practice, appointments were largely the preserve of the Chair and the Secretary of the Commission, working closely with ministers and senior civil servants, until the late 1990s. After that, reflecting a new drive towards accountability and transparency in public life, the process was opened up to involve advertisement of vacancies and interviews of shortlisted candidates; terms of service (which had previously been somewhat elastic) also became more explicitly time-limited at this point. Once established, the Commission's working practices remained remarkably stable over time. The full Commission met monthly, usually over two days in London, where its permanent Secretariat was based. 16 Between meetings, individuals or smaller groups would often be involved in discussions with interested parties and dissemination of findings and recommendations. The tangible product of all this work also changed very little: throughout its life, the Commission's leitmotif was the in-depth study of a topic that it had normally chosen for itself, 17 culminating in a report. Its investigations drew upon published material, the experience and expertise of its members, and extensive written and oral evidence; there would also be seminars, visits and (occasionally) public meetings. The major studies normally overlapped, and at various times more specifically focused, 'short' studies were undertaken in parallel with the primary investigation. These working practices led to the production of 33 reports (one every 15 months on average), which included overviews of pollution and regulatory arrangements, analyses of specific problems, and scrutiny of the environmental implications of emergent technologies or even whole policy sectors. Periodically, too, the Commission concerned itself with the institutional and philosophical underpinnings of environmental regulation. It often took an unusually long-term view. Reports were normally laid before Parliament by command of Her Majesty the Queen; in almost all cases, they elicited a formal government response.
18
The length of service of the Royal Commission, and the nature and extent of its activities within a dynamic policy arena, make it something of a 15 After devolution, the advice of the devolved administrations in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales would also have been sought. 16 Two-day meetings at the beginning of each month became normal practice in the early 1980s, before which one day seemed to suffice. One or two of the meetings each year were usually held in other parts of the UK. 17 The Royal Warrant allowed ministers to request studies but this happened on only three occasions (leading to the reports: Air Pollution Control: An Integrated Approach, Fifth Report, (Cm 6371, 1976) ; Oil Pollution of the Sea, Eighth Report (Cm 8358, 1981) ; Crop Spraying and the Health of Residents and Bystanders (Special Report RCEP 2005) . The environment department and other ministries, and latterly a wider range of interested parties, were consulted, however, about shortlists of possible topics. 18 Four reports (the products of 'short' studies) were not produced as Command papers. Latterly, the devolved administrations, as well as the UK Government, received reports and sometimes responded separately.
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treasure-trove for scholars of advisory and policy processes. Though we must be cautious about causality in complex policy-political systems, a careful analysis of the Commission's practices and impacts promises to tell us something of significance about relations among expertise, policy-making and politics.
To provide a conceptual framework within which to examine the particular case, the following section identifies four ways in which the role of expert advisory bodies has more generally been conceived.
Knowledge, Advice and Policy
There are many forms of expert advice, and almost as many characterisations of its role. 19 It is possible, nevertheless, to distil from these numerous accounts a small number of models (in the sense of representations), each of which captures a distinctive way of thinking about advisors and their interactions with the political sphere. Four are presented here, in which advisory bodies are conceived of, in turn, as rational analysts, political symbols, cognitive agents and boundary workers. The first two are the most familiar, not least because of their frequent invocation in popular and political discourse. The third and fourth are more complex, embodying elements of the rational analytic and symbolic roles, and overlapping to some extent with one another.
One of the most enduring models of relations between expertise and policy portrays advisors as rational analysts, furnishing authoritative, dispassionate advice for the benefit of those in power. It tends to be associated with conceptions of policy formation as a linear-rational process in which decision-makers are 'informed' at appropriate points by scientific advice and other relevant expertise. Importantly, it envisages a 'separation of powers', 20 whereby the objective analysisç'the facts'çprovided by the advisors can be delineated from political considerations, which decision makers must take into account. Although much criticised as a representation of reality (and even as an ideal), 21 this model has proved resilient and is readily identifiable in a great deal of contemporary discourse on evidence and policy. It also embodies one of the oldest, ideal-type representations of royal commissions, in which their purpose is to unearth the facts, analyse problems and provide clear and impartial advice. In contrast to their portrayal as neutral analysts in a rational policy process, expert advisors have been represented, almost as frequently, as instruments of political rationality, whose epistemic authority is used primarily as legitimising discourse in policy conflicts and decisions. In this second model, the dynamics of policy processes have less to do with dispassionate analysis than with the interplay of interests, institutions and power.
22 Perhaps more than the first, it is a model deriving from long observation of real political actors: establishing committees and commissions is a time-honoured way of being 'seen to be busy ', 23 and selective use of their findings a familiar device when policies require justification. Yet this model, too, has been criticised. It seems hardly to allow for the fact that policy makers sometimes genuinely feel the need for advice; 24 and it treats knowledge as an 'epiphenomenal expression of material interests', 25 consigning analysis and expertise to a symbolic realm in which they have little independent significance.
There is a third and more nuanced way of thinking about advisory bodies, in which their role in policy-making is viewed neither as purely technical nor as merely symbolic. While they might perform elements of both of these functions, they are also understood as cognitive or discursive agents, whose advice and ideas might have real effect, though without the simple linearity of the first model outlined above. This third representation aligns with theories of the policy process in which knowledge (in its various forms) is afforded a quasi-independent significance, 'policy learning' becomes a powerful mechanism for change, 26 and processes such as 'framing' condition what is thinkable in particular circumstances at particular times. 27 Advisors, in this model, act as producers and brokers of knowledge, and can help to effect learning of both a simple and a 'conceptual' kind.
28 Interestingly, these ideas resonate with earlier observations of royal commissions, which have long been thought capable of going 'where ministers and their officials might hesitate to tread ', 29 and attributed with a slow-burning 'educative function'even when their recommendations have initially been sidelined or ignored.
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The fourth and final perspective on advisory bodies derives primarily from Science and Technology Studies (STS). In this perspective, the boundaries around science and politics are not given, but are inherently difficult to define, so that they stand in stark contrast to the firm dividing lines of the technical rational model. Therefore, in order to maintain some distinction between the 'scientific' and the 'political', scientists, policy makers and advisors alike engage in the construction and defence of boundariesça process that Thomas Gieryn first characterised as 'boundary work'.
31 Advisory bodies might be thought of, in consequence, as agents of technocracy (in which political issues masquerade as technical ones), though more often their role as boundary workers is regarded in a positive light. Sheila Jasanoff, for example, has shown how skilful boundary work by scientific advisory committees can help to achieve 'a political accommodation among science, society and the state'. 32 Such work is especially significant in the complex controversies of 'regulatory science ', 33 where high stakes co-exist with deep uncertainties, and facts and values are notoriously difficult to tease apart. 34 It hardly needs to be said that the four models outlined above are neither tidy nor mutually exclusive. Though they have been abstracted and presented here as separate entities, in practice (in both their theoretical and their real world manifestations) they merge, overlap and even draw upon on one another for credibility. The point is made, however, that policy advisory roles have been conceptualised in a variety of different ways, and it is surprising, in this respect, that there have been relatively few empirical studies of the kind that might help us to evaluate the different models.
35 It is to one such studyçan in-depth, longitudinal analysis of the work of the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollutionçthat the following section will now turn.
The Circumstances of Influence
One of the most intriguing puzzles about expert advice is what conditions its receptionçwhy, on some occasions, are the recommendations of advisory bodies accepted and implemented with alacrity while at other times they are sidelined, buried or wilfully ignored? The answer may have something to do with the perceived function of such bodies; if advisors are seen as symbols, for example, then it feels unsurprising if their counsel is only accepted when it suits. More prosaically, costs and practicalities are always likely to enter the equation. In the more nuanced of the accounts outlined above, however, the most important considerations revolve around the authority of the advice and its interplay with interests, institutions and power. While interrelationships among these variables are complex, and outcomes unpredictable, it may be possible, with sufficient evidence, to identify some regularities over time. In the case of the Royal Commission there are rich data: the Commission's 33 reports, and its many thousands of recommendations over the years, met every possible kind of response from rapid uptake to rejection and obscurity, with multiple variations in between. However, as discussed below, even when advice apparently scores a 'direct hit', there is usually a subtle combination of knowledge and politics at play.
During the Commission's lifetime, there were many instances of recommendations being accepted soon after (or even before) publication of a report and implemented without undue delay: three examples drawn from different periods must suffice to illustrate here. The early reports were certainly influential, with the government of the day finding it possible to adopt 'a very large proportion of the recommendations in their entirety'. 36 Whether or not there were elements of pacification in setting up the Royal Commission, it fulfilled a genuine need in a newly politicised field and arguably performed something close to a rational analytical role. In its second decade, the Commission's most prominent 'direct hit' was the immediate acceptance of the key recommendation of its ninth reportçthat lead additives should be phased out of petrol at the earliest opportunity. 37 This intervention enabled a beleaguered government to change a recently adopted (but less stringent) policy, which was rapidly becoming an electoral liability. In other words, the Commission's authority legitimised a 'U-turn', though to conclude that its advice was 'merely' symbolic would be to underestimate the breadth and depth of its analysis and its skilful (re)framing of the problem and potential solutions in this case.
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Some 20 years later, another apparently direct impact was the acceptance of a radical recommendation that UK carbon dioxide emissions should be reduced by 60% by 2050. 39 The rapid take-up of this proposal surprised many, including the Commission itself. It can be attributed to an intricate intertwining of A common factor in all of the above cases was some conjunction of authoritative counsel with external circumstances and political will. Without such convergence, recommendations that threatened established institutional structures or challenged dominant beliefs were more likely to meet with inertia, or even with organised opposition. Some of the Commission's ideas then faded away, 41 but others survived an initially hostile environment and came to have influence years later, when the political kaleidoscope had dropped into a new formation. Over time, ministers and governments come and go, priorities change, solutions become attached to new problems, 42 and 'events', as Macmillan once famously observed, are notoriously unpredictable. If we look, for example, at the Environmental Protection Act (EPA) 1990, we find legislation that embraces Royal Commission recommendations of widely differing vintage. Those with the longest gestation were proposals for a system of Integrated Pollution Control (IPC), first advanced by the Commission in 1976, 43 rejected by the government (after much internal wrangling and delay) in 1982, 44 taken up again from the mid-1980s, and finally given a legislative basis in the EPA 14 years after the original report. There were multiple factors at play in the evolution of this policy, but it was significant that by the late 1980s a unified pollution inspectorate could be presented as an efficiency gain, and IPC as a progressive development which conveniently promoted British pragmatism within Europe. 45 Also featuring in the EPA, after a shorter interval of five years, was the Commission's proposal that the 'duty of care' be adopted as a guiding principle in waste management; the recommendation had in fact been accepted soon after publication of the report in 1985, 46 and in this case the modest delay can be attributed to inertia in the legislative system rather than any embedded resistance to the idea. More akin to a 'direct hit' were the Act's provisions for the release of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) into the environment, reflecting a Royal Commission report on this subject, upon which the ink was barely dry. Here the Commission's proposals had been evolving almost in tandem with those of the government, helping to fill a policy vacuum in the governance of an emergent technology.
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If causality is difficult to ascertain even when influence seems immediate and direct, then the difficulties are compounded when there is a significant lapse of time between report and action. It is telling, therefore, that both integrated pollution control and the duty of care retained the stamp of the Royal Commission (continuing to be linked to it in Parliamentary debates for example), in spite of the delayed effects and the fact that environmental policy was moving more generally in these directions in the 1980s. Such a 'direct line' of influence, as one civil servant described it, 48 was not always so apparent, and an interesting example of a more diffuse process is provided by the Commission's work on agriculture. In the 1970s, when policy core beliefs in this sector could best be summed up by the title of the 1975 White Paper, Food from Our Own Resources, 49 a report focusing on pesticides, nitrogen fertilisers and farm wastes 50 was less than welcome; according to one former Chair, its recommendations were 'pretty well rubbished' by the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, which was largely responsible for drafting the government's response. 51 But over the next decade or so, as the primacy of food production began to wane, many of the measures proposed by the Commission were gradually put into place. One was the shift from a voluntary to a statutory system of pesticides control, deemed unnecessary in the initial response but eventually effected in the Food and Environment Protection Act 1985. Likewise, the Commission's call for tighter controls on intensive livestock units was rejected at first (as was its bold re-framing of such units as 'industrial enterprises' 52 ); it was not until the end of the 1980s, following further politicisation of the issue 47 RCEP (Thirteenth Report), The Release of Genetically Engineered Organisms to the Environment (Cmd 720, 1989). Some environmental organisations were active both in giving evidence to the Commission and in lobbying Parliament during drafting of the Billça good example of the importance of networks discussed further in Section 5. One environmentalist described how they had 'developed a whole lobbying agenda [on GMOs] . . . A lot of [the issues] were prompted by things the Royal Commission was saying, and that all went into the briefings . . .' (see n 48). 48 Unless otherwise attributed, quotes are from interviews conducted for the study described above (n 7). All officials and ministers cited had served at some point in the environment department. Interviewees remain anonymous, though their relation to the Commission is indicated. 53 that a more interventionist regulatory system began to be rolled out. 54 The Royal
Commission, in such cases, might be seen as one significant source of 'enlightenment', whereby knowledge and ideas percolate gradually into policy over time. 55 Describing what happened with pesticides, one civil servant expressed it as follows: 'the . . . Commission pushed on that door and it gradually swung open . . . I think they had a big influence on that area, although . . . unless you are an insider you probably wouldn't recognise it'.
Attributing change to any particular body becomes even more challenging as enlightenment shades into the diffuse, distributed effects of knowledge and ideas that have been described as 'atmospheric' influence. 56 Yet, the connections might still be significant. Perhaps the best examples in the case of the Commission lie in its promotion of fundamental principles of environmental regulation like those of precaution and transparency. These were not ideas that it 'owned' (in the sense that might be claimed for IPC); rather, they were emergent in a broader stream of cultural and political change, and were absorbed, developed and actively promoted through the Commission's activities and reports. The theme of precaution, for example, runs through the Commission's work from its very earliest studies, and during the 1980s it became part of an advocacy coalition urging regulators to place less reliance on the assimilative capacities of the environment. 57 In the case of emergent technologies, too, it tended to reject hubris and urge caution, as can be seen in widely separated reports on nuclear power, GMOs and nanotechnologies. 58 Similarly, the causes of openness and access to environmental information were picked up and championed by the Commission, beginning with a powerful plea for transparency in its second report and evolving into calls for much wider public engagement with policy and regulatory processes. 59 In lending its authority to precaution, transparency and other ecologically modern policy paradigms, the Commission performed important roles as knowledge broker and policy entrepreneur. 60 Arguably, too, it helped bring about a process of 'conceptual learning', through which the very norms and objectives of environmental policy came to be challenged and redefined.
The cases outlined above demonstrate that the Commission's impacts could, in different circumstances, be rapid or slow, direct or diffuse, readily attributable or difficult to disentangle from other forces. There is evidence, nevertheless, that it was an important presence in environmental policy communities and that it helped over time to bring about significant development and change. This influence, and the Commission's survival for 41 years across governments of widely differing political persuasions, implies that overall it must have been doing something as an advisory body that worked. At a time when expertise and policy advice are increasingly under scrutiny, it is worth reflecting in more detail on the characteristics and practices of the Commission that enabled it to have effect.
An Anatomy of 'Good Advice'
It has often been said that the Commission was influential because it was an authoritative, autonomous and trustworthy advisory body. But none of these desirable attributes is simply given. To understand the Commission's influence, we need to see how authority, autonomy and trust were constructed and reinforced, both by the Commission itself and by others with whom it engaged. Four attributes seem to have been especially significant in this respect: the Commission's expert and broadly based membership; its functional independence; its positioning within a range of significant networks; and its continuity as an institution throughout a long and formative period for environmental 59 RCEP Second Report (n 36). The call for better access to information was reiterated in numerous reports after the second; wider engagement was urged from the late 1990s onwards (see RCEP (Twenty First Report), Setting Environmental Standards (Cmd 4053, 1998); RCEP (Twenty Fourth Report) (n 57) and RCEP (Twenty Seventh Report) (n58)). 60 Litfin (n 25) 4, uses the term 'knowledge brokers' to mean 'intermediaries between the original researchers, or the producers of knowledge, and the policy-makers who consume that knowledge but lack the time and training necessary to absorb the original research'. 'Policy entrepreneurs', according to Kingdon policy. Most importantly, these attributes interacted with and reinforced one another, helping to build the Commission's legitimacy and reputation. One way of establishing the Commission's authority was to appoint chairs and members of high standing, as conventionally reflected in professional achievements and other established forms of recognitionçin short, to seek to ensure that appointees would be 'people who [knew] what they were talking about'.
61 Equally important, however, was a perception that members really were appointed for their expertise, and not for some other reasonçan impression closely connected to the issues of autonomy and trust discussed in more detail below. It helped to portray the Commission as a 'scientific' committee and (in spite of its actual composition) it was often thought of as such: one civil servant commented, for example, that it was located in the 'hard science box' of the environment department's 'mental map'.
62 Interestingly, the Commission itself was an active agent of boundary work, not only in cultivating its own authority and autonomy (as will be discussed below) but in seeking, for many years, to maintain a clear distinction 'between facts, scientific deductions, and conclusions which depend on value judgements'. 63 A further important factor was the tendency, especially in the first two decades, for the Commission's visible influence to enhance its perceived authority and vice versa: its numerous 'direct hits', and the respect with which it was treated by governments (even when they disagreed with its findings), confirmed its standing as an authoritative body whose views were not lightly to be set aside.
Most interestingly, perhaps, while the Commission benefited from its 'scientific' label, in practice it derived considerable authority from its actual composition (and conscious self-representation) as a 'committee of experts'. The very breadth of its membership conditioned its approach to its subjects, making for 'a degree of good and common sense that is rare amongst a scientific committee' and for much mutual learning during the 'evolutionary process' of writing reports. 64 By and large, members respected the expertise of their colleagues, 61 As expressed by a former Chair. 62 A broader view was taken by a former environment minister, who described the Commission as 'scientific in a rather . . . ancient sense of . . . people trying to assess argumentation and not regarding themselves as representative'. 63 RCEP Twelfth Report (n 57) para 2.30. Although the Commission was never guilty of the na| º ve assumption that difficult issues could be settled by science alone, for much of its life it regarded the technical and the political as separable (see also RCEP (Twenty First Report), (n 59)). In its last decade, however, most notably in reports on chemicals (Twenty Fourth Report (n 57)), crop spraying (2005 (n 17)) and nanotechnologies (Twenty Seventh Report (n 58)), it became increasingly conscious of what Jasanoff calls the 'hybrid normative-cognitive character of regulatory science' (S Jasanoff, 'Quality Control and Peer Review in Advisory Science' in Lentsch and Weingart (n 31) 28). The broader social scientific presence on the Commission by this stage almost certainly influenced this shift. 64 Quotes from members who served during the 1980s and 1990s. Although the Commission did not have 'lay members'as such, distinguished individuals often claimed this status in the context of particular studies.
but were not afraid to ask 'the idiot question' or to challenge disciplinary presumptions. 65 One result was a distinctive form of interdisciplinary deliberation, which produced a certain robustness in the reports; another was the Commission's capacity for 'frame reflection', 66 enabling it to construct its arguments in unexpected and unconventional ways. Both processes helped build the Commission's reputation as an authoritative body, with an ability to 'get to the bottom' of the issue at hand but also to see it in ways that transcended its familiar parameters.
Although the standing of its members was important to the Commission, towards the end of the 20th century expertise in itself became less likely to be a guarantee of trust or legitimacy. At least as significant in these respects was a strong and enduring sense of the Commission's autonomy: it was rarely suspected of being 'an arm of government' 67 or an advocate for particular coalitions of interest. This perception of autonomy cannot be explained wholly in constitutional terms; although formally independent, royal commissions receive their funding via government, and might be influenced through their terms of reference or by making 'safe' appointments. 68 Two features of this Commission, however, made it relatively difficult to control: first its Royal Warrant gave it considerable freedom to choose its own subjects for investigation; and second, as a standing body it was capable of outlasting particular administrations. Furthermore, the Commission was not afraid to take up politically sensitive topics (including, at their respective times, agriculture, water, transport and planning 69 ), or to present findings, when it thought them appropriate, that were about as welcome 'as a rattlesnake in a lucky dip'. 70 Such fearlessness helped to build an impression that the Commission was free not only from overt interference, but also from more subtle and passive forms of discipline. The Commission cultivated this image by emphasising its own autonomy and defending it when the need arose. 71 It also benefited, for many years, from a particular view within Whitehall which conceived of critical scrutiny as useful and of this utility as closely connected to the autonomy of the body concerned. A senior official expressed it more succinctly: ' . . .part of the point would be lost if [the Commission] appeared to be part of ''us'''. The lack of any obvious capture by special interests also requires explanation, since members inevitably came to the Commission with commitments of various kinds. Individuals certainly had what Geoffrey Podger calls 'intellectual interests', with a propensity to think about the world in certain ways.
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In addition, some members were expected to bring their experience in industry, agriculture, local government or trade unions to the table, and it is not always easy to draw a firm line between useful perspectives and interests.
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Three factors tempered any tendency towards undue influence, however. One was the Commission's structure as a 'committee of experts', which meant that members who might have defended sectoral interests were always in a minority. Another, which mattered at least as much as numerical weight, was the style of the Commission's deliberations: when even tacit norms had to be justified, explicit special pleading was very unlikely to succeed. (The same, it should be said, was true of the Commission's treatment of evidence.) A third factor was that the members themselves by no means always took 'predictable' stances. During the study of lead in the environment, for example, the Campaign for Lead Free Air complained that the loyalties of several members (including one from the petroleum industry) would bias the Commission against the removal of lead from petrol, 74 but in fact the members concerned did not dissent from the key recommendation of the ninth report. Similarly, certain 'industrial' members were among the keenest advocates of access to environmental information. It is worth noting that some inside Whitehall did think of the Commission as an 'environmental body', but as a function of its remit and not because they saw it as unduly influenced by lobbying.
Overall then, in spite of its obvious ties to government, the Commission maintained a reputation for strong-minded independence of the 'scholarly' 1974, 6 June [quote from minute 22]). In 1981, when financial responsibility for the Commission passed from central departments to the environment department, the Chair sought reassurance from the Prime Minister that this would not weaken the Commission's independence (letter from Professor Sir Hans Kornberg to the Rt Hon Margaret Thatcher, 11.11.80; PM's response, 28.11.80). 72 G Podger, 'Quality control and the Link Between Science and Regulation from a National and EU Administrator's Perspective' in Lentsch and Weingart (n 31) 229, 232. The Secretariat, many of whom were drawn from (and often returned to) the environment department might also have been thought to espouse particular worldviews. 73 Some members might even have been 'placed': one civil servant suggested, for example, that in the Commission's first few decades 'MAFF always . . . made sure that they had someone on it' (emphasis added). 74 D Wilson, The Lead Scandal (Heinemann Educational 1983).
and 'functional' kind, 75 and it was not normally seen as susceptible to special interests, even environmental ones. Yet at the same time, its connections into Parliament, Whitehall, academia and other communities were of considerable importance in ensuring that its ideas exerted influence. Within Parliament, relations with the House of Lords were particularly strong during the Commission's first two or three decades. Until 1998, the Commission itself always included at least one peer, and 'good old boys' 76 could usually be relied upon to press its case and cultivate common ground with influential Select Committees in the Lords.
77 There were links, too, with the House of Commons (though not, in this case, shared membership), and with Whitehall, where the Secretariat in particular had extensive professional connections. In different spheres, members and chairs were active participants in academic (or industrial, or other) communities, where they not only absorbed (and indeed generated) new knowledge, but also tested the Commission's ideas and disseminated its key messages. It is useful, perhaps, to think of the Commission as occupying a special niche at the intersection of these different communities, but also as an active member of wider networks, which coalesced around particular issues or policies. Through such networks advisory bodies can be 'integrated into the policy-making process', 78 and social learning becomes a vital component of policy evolution and change.
To summarise so far, the widely perceived authority and autonomy of the Commission, and its position within a variety of networks, all contributed to its ability to generate advice and exert influence. But an additional, important factor in the Commission's effectiveness was its existence over an unusually 75 Diane Stone, in a discussion of think tanks, notes that such bodies can enjoy 'scholarly' independenceçthe ability to pursue particular interests relatively unhinderedçeven if they are in resource-dependent relations with government ('Introduction: Think Tanks long period, with a 'rolling' membership and strong continuities of form and practice. This longevity had a number of significant effects. It amplified the other positive attributes of the Commission, providing time for its authority and its influence to reinforce one another, and limiting the opportunities for political interference and direction. It also encouraged the development of a collective identity and an institutional memory, so that the Commission acquired a purpose as a Commission, and an agency that could endure over time. Thus, its arguments and recommendations could be pursued and pressed even if they had been advanced, originally, by a different set of members working under a different chair. Implementation of Part II of the Control of Pollution Act 1974, creation of a unified pollution inspectorate, and the Transport Act 2000 might all be seen as products of the Commission's ability to 'keep banging on'. 79 More subtly, the Commission's longevity and continuity facilitated its long-standing support (and significant refinement) of principles such as precaution and access to environmental information.
Conclusions and Thoughts for the Future
In this final section, key findings about the Royal Commission's role and influence are drawn together and some of their wider implications discussed. As noted earlier, the Commission's lengthy existence offered a valuable opportunity to illuminate relations between expertise and policy, and it seems legitimate to seek to do this for three reasons. One is that, while the Commission was in some senses unique, its basic practices (gathering evidence, reporting, making recommendations to government) were similar to those of many other high level advisory bodies. A second is that its delivery of 33 reports means that we have, in effect, a series of case studies of advice and its impacts over an extended period of time. A third reason, endorsed by many commentators, is that in-depth empirical investigations of particular advisory bodies have much to contribute in building a theory of policy advice.
Before developing these ideas, it should be emphasised that it would be wrong to eulogise the Commission, or to imply that all of its work had lasting impact. Many recommendations, and some reports, have faded into obscurity, and the Commission had its critics, too, some of whom regarded it as e¤ litist and overly academic in its structure and modes of operation. 80 Overall, however, the analysis suggests that the Commission gave challenging and effective 79 As expressed by a former Secretary. In the case of transport, the Commission's eighteenth report (n 69) was followed by another, when it considered the government to be taking insufficient action (RCEP (Twentieth Report), Transport and the Environment -Developments Since 1994 (Cmd 3752, 1997) advice, in that it influenced governments and helped to change environmental policy for the better. Others have drawn similar conclusions. Looking back over 30 years of policy development, for example, the respected monthly publication, ENDS, described the Commission as an 'intellectual powerhouse' and included it among the 'key organizations' responsible for positive environmental change. 81 Such effectiveness, as we have seen, was aided by the Commission's capacity for vigorous interdisciplinary deliberation, by its reputation for authority and independence, and by a reach into important networks, which enabled it to facilitate policy learning. Its ability to outlive particular administrations was also a considerable asset, given that the most transformative advice is often the least welcome in the short term.
The circumstances of influence, outlined in Section 4, suggest that the impacts of advice might usefully be thought of in terms of a spectrum, or continuum, along which they range from 'direct hits' through delayed and diffuse effects to no discernible influence at allç'the dogs that didn't bark'. 82 The analysis further suggests that no simple, single characterisation of the Commission's role can provide an adequate account of its agency. Certainly, its investigations over the years informed the development of environmental policy and regulation, but there were symbolic elements, too, in the selective and strategic use of its recommendations at various times. Almost always the Commission was acting, whether consciously or not, as an agent of policy learning, and some of its most notable contributions had important discursive dimensions. In all of this, it was able to be effective, in part, because it was both a subject and an agent of boundary work, through which its advice could be portrayed as authoritative, autonomous and 'scientific'.
These arguments point to complexity and contingency in relations among expertise, policy-making and politics. They suggest, in addition, that it is possible for an advisory body to display elements of all four representations outlined in Section 3, sometimes in a hybrid fashion. This very possibility, however, would seem to favour some combination of the third and fourth models, since these embody aspects of, but cannot be reduced to, the simple representations of technical and political rationality in models one and two. The varied outcomes of the Commission's work lend support, for example, to cognitive models of the policy process, which allow for a multiplicity of possible interactions among knowledge, power, interests, institutions and events. But our understanding of these relations is enriched if we ask not only how knowledge impinges upon policy, but also how advisory bodies like the Commission come to be regarded as authoritative; in this respect the work of STS scholars offers particularly valuable insights.
Whatever the Commission's achievements, the fact remains that in the end it was somewhat peremptorily abolished. It is worth reflecting in this final section on the likely causes of its demise. The simplest explanation might be that an incoming government was committed to a 'bonfire of the quangos' at a time of austerity, and the Royal Commission was swept up rather carelessly in its initial enthusiasm to act. But to understand why this was possible in 2011, when the Commission had emerged unscathed from similar circumstances before, 83 we need to look to more general changes affecting the wider policy environment, the expectations of advisory bodies, and the Royal Commission itself.
Certainly, the environmental arena in which the Commission was operating had become immeasurably more complex since 1970: institutions had been transformed, advisory bodies had proliferated and the dominant environmental issues had changed substantially in scope and scale. In consequence, the Commission increasingly had to direct its messages towards Europe and the wider international arena, whilst at the same time (after devolution) taking account of four different policy contexts within the UK. All of these changes made it more difficult to identify manageable topics, circumscribe existing knowledge and find a compelling and distinctive focus for the reports.
84 At the risk of simplification, we might say that it was easier to identify remedies for the depredations of gross pollution in the 20th century than to apprehend the subtle and ubiquitous environmental problems of the 21st.
Substantial changes had also affected the Commission itself and its relations with policy communities. By the end, it was no longer as well networked as it once had been, having lost its members in the House of Lords, and perhaps also the informal, personal connections into high levels of government that had been apparent in an earlier era. 85 In addition, it had become subject to quinquennial reviews of its performance, which, even if broadly positive, served to emphasise the limitations of its independence. The last of these reviews, which proposed that the Commission become less academic and increase its productivity, 86 led to some tensions over financing and a move, 83 Several interviewees suggested that the Commission had been vulnerable during the early 1990s, when its investigation of freshwater quality was seen by some within Whitehall as 'insensitive and unhelpful' in the run-up to water privatisation. There were also concerns about its productivity. One civil servant thought, however, that it would have been politically impossible to 'kill' the Commission at this time, perhaps (as a former member suggested) because of 'the uproar that there would [have been] in the Lords' . 84 One consequence was that reports grew significantly in size. The extreme cases are the second report (RCEP 1972 (n 36) ), extending to a mere nine A5 pages, and the twenty-fifth (RCEP (Twenty Fifth Report), Turning the Tide: Addressing the Impacts of Fisheries on the Marine Environment (Cmd 6392, 2004) ), a 377-page, A4-sized tome. Concerned that its findings should be accessible, the Commission took to producing summary reports from the late 1990s onwards. 85 At least two of the Chairs in the 1970s and 1980s had good, informal relations with ministers, enabling them to discuss issues of mutual concern 'offline'. 86 Defra (n 80). after many years of resistance, into environment department accommodation. There is also a sense in which, in its last decade or so, the Commission was edged out of the 'scientific' section of the Department's mental map; in a controversy over crop spraying, for example, the Department clearly preferred the advice of its expert scientific committee, 87 while some reports, such as those on environmental planning and the urban environment, had relatively little in the way of scientific content. A reading of formal responses to earlier and later reports suggests that governments had come to regard the Commission with less awe.
Clearly, no institution can survive forever, and it is perhaps appropriate that much of the discussion in the aftermath of the Commission's demise focused not on its possible resuscitation, but on the ways in which, in future, policy advice on environmental matters might be provided. This article has identified a number of critical characteristics that enabled the Commission to make a positive, sometimes transformative, contribution in this field. It might be tempting, therefore, to conclude that the best advice would come from an autonomous, well-connected and resilient body with considerable depth and breadth of expertise. But the abolition of a body that arguably already had these qualities exposes some important tensions. Independence and perceived independence are vital if an advisory body is to be trusted, yet such bodies must be resourced and accountable, and must therefore inevitably be subject to some control. Investigations may be most effective if they are clearly focused, but somebody, somewhere, needs to think about the bigger picture and the longer term. Recommendations ought to be directed towards those who have the power to act, but how, when environmental governance is increasingly distributed among different institutions and scales? And while advice must be meaningful in an existing policy domain, the best ideas will contribute to the shifting of policy paradigms over extended periods of time. If there is still a willingness to seek 'that outside stimulus to government' which is likely to produce the most effective and challenging advice, the means of negotiating such dilemmas surely merit sustained attention and debate.
